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Seed Sleuths

Collecting native plant seeds was the mission of this special forces unit.

In October, botanists from Illinois, Iowa and Missouri scoured the Ozark Plateau in southern Missouri and northern Arkansas for native plant seeds to add to collections at their headquarters. Their tools included giant, self-sealing plastic bags and a GPS unit.

Nabbing seeds for their various collections was a common goal for the four botanists, but each will use the kernels they collect for different purposes. Boyce Tankersley, manager of living plant documentation at the Chicago Botanic Garden, is interested in Ozark glade plants that thrive in tough conditions. He will evaluate the performance of Missouri natives in Illinois with the idea of using them as the basis for hardy cultivars that provide spectacular blooms and dependable performance in Chicago's climate and less-than-ideal soils.

His teammate, Kunso Kim, curator of living collections at Chicago's Morton Arboretum, kept his eyes open for oaks and hickories. His goal is to add to the arboretum's Ozark Collection, which was started in 1932. The collection covers 7.5 acres and contains 121 plant varieties. Among Ozark notables are paw paw, corkwood and tupelo trees. Judging by the bags of acorns Kim collected on the second day of the trip, several varieties of unusual Missouri oaks will be added.

While Tankersley and Kim plan to grow out seed they collect, Joe-Ann McCoy of the North Central Regional Plant Introduction Station in Ames, Iowa, will plant her take in a USDA Agricultural Research Station germplasm bank. The station at Ames is one of four in the U.S. and contains one of the largest seed collections in the country. It provides researchers access to about 1,300 species of plants. McCoy plans to add to that number, especially in the St. John's-wort (Hypericum) family. Many Hypericum varieties occur in the Ozark region—some of them rare.

Scott Woodbury, horticulture supervisor at Shaw's Nature Reserve in Gray Summit, is a longtime seed sleuth in the Ozarks. Previous collection trips have added to the diversity of plants at the nature reserve and given him clues to fruitful collection sites. While he served as the guide for the out-of-state collectors, he also gathered seeds from grasses and sedges to add to trials he is conducting at the nature reserve. He also kept an eye out for other native plants that might be of landscaping value. Seeds he produces from his collection at the nature reserve are offered to landscape industry professionals and researchers.

The seed sleuths started their search Oct. 18 and worked their way from Gray Summit to Branson, with stops at prairies, glades and woodlands. As they continued their search for native plant seed, they trekked into Arkansas to collect in the Ozark National Forest and the Buffalo National River System. Returning to Missouri, they hunted for wetland plant seed in Otter Slough and collected seeds at Holly Ridge, Sam A. Baker State Park, St. Joe State Park and Hughs Mountain. The sleuths ended their search Oct. 29 at Shaw's Nature Reserve.

For more information about the seed sleuths, contact Barbara Fairchild, Grow Native! communications specialist at (573) 522-3833. Grow Native!, a joint program of the Missouri Department of Conservation and the Missouri Department of Agriculture, contributed to the Ozark Plateau seed collecting trip.

Photo Credit: Cliff White, Missouri Department of Conservation

